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Summary 
 
Problem statement 
 
Public organisations use the power and magnitude of their procurement function to stimulate 
sustainability in the supply chain. Many organisations primarily focus on environmental and economic 
aspects of sustainability, leaving the social aspect under exposed. Recently there has been increasing 
interest in the social aspect of sustainability. One instrument used to achieve social sustainably is Social 
Return On Investment (SROI). This instrument is used to manage and measure the impact of social 
sustainability initiatives. As of 2011 the Dutch national government stimulates the use of SROI via the 
procurement by making SROI mandatory for all public procurement activities with a minimal value of 
€ 250.000. The Dutch national government reported that 79% of the Dutch municipalities applied SROI 
in 2014. Very little information is available about the way SROI is implemented with Dutch municipalities. 
In this explorative study we aim to find the salient factors that influence the implementation of social 
sustainability through the procurement function of Dutch municipalities and what management approach 
is used to manage the relationship between municipalities and social enterprises. We aim to answer the 
following research questions: 
 
1) What are the salient factors that influence the implementation of ‘social return on investment’ 
(SROI) in Dutch municipalities? 
2) What  management  approach  is  used  to  manage  social  return  on  investment  between 
municipalities and social enterprises? 
 
Research method 
 
For this explorative study we used a qualitative approach to investigate SROI implementation. Four 
cases were selected, each consisting of two organisational entities: 1) the municipality and 2) the social 
enterprise responsible for the implementation e.g. execution of SROI activities. Semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with two actors: a senior procurement officer from the municipality and a 
SROI officer from the social enterprise. In the literature review we established a framework consisting 
of four categories of factors that influence sustainability implementation: 1) management support, 2) 
communication & information, 3) organisation, 4) external pressures. We used this framework to identify 
the factors that influence SROI implementation on the corporate (policy) level and the functional level. 
We examined the manner in which the relationship between the municipality and the social enterprise 
is managed from the perspective of two theories: Agency theory and stewardship theory 
 
Results 
 
We found that each municipality uses a different approach to SROI. Large municipalities aim to be a 
front runner and develop their policy according, whereas smaller municipalities use copy existing policies 
and aim to optimise the use of available resources. SROI policies greatly differ between municipalities: 
some policies are strict, while others are loose. The differences in policy design are reflected in the way 
SROI is organized between municipalities and social enterprises. The influence of the municipality and 
the level of entanglement between the two organisations differs greatly between the cases. We now 
present the main results related to the research questions. 
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Salient factors on the corporate level – (Top) Management actively supports and promotes the adoption 
of SROI. Top management is periodically informed about SROI progress and is involved in decision 
making process about SROI application in contracts. Policies are considered clear and unambiguous, 
but need constant attention in order to keep actors involved. Policies are facilitated with clear division of 
tasks and responsibilities between the municipality and the social enterprise. Barriers were found in 
relation to communication: information is not always available when desired, partially due to a lack of 
management information systems and a high administrative burden with the actors involved. External 
pressures play a minimal role, except for regulation by the Dutch national government which provides 
unclear and ambiguous guidelines which may (in the future) conflict with municipal policies. 
 
Salient factors on the functional level - On the functional level we mostly found factors that hinder SROI 
implementation. The main difficulties are related to informing and engaging contractors in SROI 
activities. SROI can only be successful when private sector entrepreneurs are able and willing to 
participate in SROI activities and employ people with a distance to the labour market. We also found 
that the absence of management information systems prevents adequate availability of information. 
Information is kept in custom made systems or spreadsheets and is mostly entered manually, leading 
to a high administrative burden. Another barrier was found in privacy related information about SROI 
labour participants that, by law, cannot be documented or shared between different data sources. 
 
Management approach - The management approach between the municipality and the social enterprise 
shows many characteristics of stewardship theory. Both actors feel they have the same goals related to 
SROI. This is supported by high levels of trust between the actors. Both actors claim to have a high 
amount of trust in the abilities and capabilities of the other actor to accomplish good SROI results. SROI 
activities are not actively monitored, suggesting that municipalities have little desire to actively manage 
the social enterprise. Simultaneously the SROI officers do not feel that their activities are monitored. We 
also found that the use of incentives or sanctions is low to absent. The relationship is based on a mutual 
dependency, suggesting there is no need to apply incentives and/or sanctions. Information availability 
varies between the cases but is considered sufficient. The need for general management information is 
higher that detailed information about specific SROI activities. From the SROI perspective the 
information is not always available due to the absence of adequate information management tools. 
Finally, we found that reputation is not used as an incentive or sanction toward the social enterprise. 
 
This study contributes to the field of (social) sustainability research. We found different factors that 
influence the implementation of SROI in the public sector, both on the corporate and on the functional 
level. The factors on both levels are related but differ from each other. Particularly interesting is the 
finding that the factors mentioned on the functional level are all barriers. Also, this study provides insights 
in the management approach used to manage relations between municipalities and social enterprises 
in the Netherlands. We mainly found many characteristics of stewardship approach, such as 
responsibility, autonomy, shared norms, personal power and trust. This insight could help the future 
implementation of similar collaborations between municipalities and other organisations. 
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Recommendations for practical use 
 
The differences in policy application lead to different standards between municipalities. Policies become 
more useful with a certain degree of freedom to execute the policy. A very strict policy  provides 
difficulties on the functional level, whereas a very loose policy is prone to provide difficulties on the 
corporate level. In order to prevent misalignment between SROI guidelines on a national level versus 
the municipal level, municipalities could stimulate the National government to either provide clear and 
unambiguous guidelines, or to provide them with more freedom to execute. Since municipalities 
experience difficulties in engaging contractors to adopt SROI initiatives, informing and educating actors 
about SROI is paramount in order to achieve sustainable social outcomes. This is likely to increase 
SROI adoption and success rate of implementation. Municipalities and social enterprises would benefit 
from adequate management information systems to minimize the administrative burden for all 
stakeholders. Finally there is a need to establish guidelines or regulation about the storage and 
processing of privacy related information of SROI candidates. 
 
Limitations and recommendations for further research 
 
The cases in this study represent four different cases from three different provinces in the Netherlands, 
hence the results of this study cannot be generalized. Future research could expand this study to a 
larger amount of municipalities and include different geographical regions. Another interesting approach 
would be to study the differences between large and small municipalities, especially in relation to the 
management approach of SROI. Each of the cases studies was comprised of one procurement officer 
on behalf of the municipality and one social return officer on behalf of the social enterprise. The actors 
involved in the study are actively involved in SROI policy development, therefore their attitude towards 
SROI may be more positive than other actors in these organisations. Future studies could involve other 
stakeholders, such as budget holders, contract managers and contracts who engage in SROI contracts. 
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1 Introduction 
 
 
1.1 Problem statement 
 
The interest in sustainability has increased over the years. Sustainability is commonly defined as: ‘using 
resources to meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs’ (WCED, 1987). The WCED distinguishes three main areas in order to achieve 
sustainability: 1) economic growth, 2) environmental protection and 3) social equity. These goals were 
later operationalized by Elkington (1998) in the theory of the triple bottom line (TBL), which 
encompasses three elements: People, Planet and Profit (PPP). In an ideal situation the three elements 
are perfectly balanced. A challenge for organisations is to balance all three elements equally into their 
corporate agenda (Walker and Philips, 2009). 
 
The increasing interest for sustainability has resulted in a growing number of studies on the 
implementation of sustainability initiatives (e.g. Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; Gimenez and 
Tachizawa, 2012; Schneider and Wallenburg, 2012; Schneider, Wallenburg and Fabel, 2014) and the 
factors that influence the implementation of sustainability (e.g. Gelderman, Semeijn and Bouma, 2015; 
Giuinipero, Hooker and Denslow, 2012). A good understanding of these factors is essential for 
successful implementation of sustainability initiatives (Gunther and Scheibe, 2006). The vast majority of 
these studies is concerned with private sector organisations, leaving the public sector under exposed. 
Several studies have identified factors that influence sustainability implementation (e.g. Gelderman et 
al., 2015; Hoejemose and Adrien-Kirby, 2009; Seuring et al. 2008; Walker and Philips 2009; Walker et 
al., 2012). 
 
The number of studies on sustainability is growing (e.g. Hoejmose and Adrien-Kirby, 2012; Seuring and 
Muller, 2008; Touboulic and Walker, 2015; Walker, Miemczyk, Johnsen and Spencer, 2012). Most of 
these studies primarily focus on environmental aspects, resulting in a limited focus on the economic and 
social aspects of sustainability. Even though many studies stress the importance of gaining more in- 
depth insights in the social aspect of sustainability (Ashby, Leat and Hudson-Smith, 2012; Meehan and 
Bryde, 2011; Seuring and Muller, 2008; Walker and Jones, 2012; Touboulic and Walker, 2015; Walker, 
2015), only a handful of studies address this particular aspect. (e.g. Cooper, Frank and Kemp, 2000; 
McCrudden, 2004; Mont and Leire, 2009; Leire and Mont, 2010; Park and Stoel, 2005). 
 
The procurement function can play an important role in driving forward the sustainable procurement 
agenda (Meehan and Bryde, 2011, Preuss, 2009). Due to the volume of public procurement in relation 
to countries’ GDP and its ability to influence external organisations in the supply chain, the magnitude 
of public procurement is considered significant (Preuss, 2009). The ability of the procurement function 
to reach into and influence stakeholder behaviour in the supply chain makes it a versatile and powerful 
tool for organisations to adopt sustainable procurement into their strategic agenda (Amann, Roehrich, 
Eßig and Harland, 2014; Brammer and Walker, 2011). 
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Some studies have emphasized the need for better understanding of sustainability implementation at 
different levels (Carter, 2004; Carter and Jennings, 2004). Most studies focus on  the implementing 
sustainability at a corporate (policy) level. Except for some basic insights, very little is known about the 
way sustainability initiatives are implemented on the functional level where policy is brought into practice 
(Schneider, Wallenburg and Fabel, 2014). Some research has been done into social sustainability via 
the procurement function, for instance the ‘linkage between public procurement and social outcomes’ 
(McCrudden, 2004), ‘implementing socially responsible purchasing in supply chains’ (Mont and Leire, 
2009; Leire and Mont, 2010) and ‘Barriers and Enablers to a “Living Wage” in Public Sector Contracts’ 
(Wontner, Walker, Harris and Lynch, working paper). 
 
An instrument used to promote social sustainability via the procurement function is ‘Social Return on 
Investment’ (SROI): this instrument is designed to understand, manage and report on the social, 
environmental and economic value created by an organisation (New Economics  Foundation  (NEF), 
2004). SROI describes the social impact of a business or non-profit’s operations in terms of money 
(Lingane and Olsen, 2004). Public organisations apply SROI via procurement in order to create social 
value through contracts. A phenomenon which McCrudden (2004) calls ‘linkage’. SROI is used to create 
employment opportunities for people that have a distance to the labour market (Pianoo, 2015). Once a 
contract with SROI criteria has been closed, the contracting party has to fulfil the SROI terms agreed 
on. Municipalities in the Netherlands generally  outsource the SROI-activities to (specialized) social 
enterprises, establishing a need for governance between the municipality and social enterprise. 
 
The Dutch government is committed to reaching a high standard of sustainability (Vermeulen and Kok, 
2012). Public organisations in the Netherlands are stimulated to integrate sustainability into  their 
strategic agenda. SROI is increasingly being used as an instrument by public organisations in the 
Netherlands, functioning as a catalyst for social sustainability. The Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Employment (SZW) conducted research into the adoption of SROI by Dutch government organisations 
(Brouwer, Smit, van Wijk and Zwinkels, 2010; Van Emmerik, Jong and Brouwer, 2014). They conclude 
that SROI is gradually being adopted as a criterion in tenders by public organisations. 
 
Researchquestion - Research on the implementation of sustainability initiatives in the public sector is 
scarce. Most studies focus on  sustainability as a whole, encompassing the environmental, economic 
and social aspects of sustainability. So far, very little is known about the factors that influence 
implementation of social sustainability initiatives in the public sector and the way these initiatives are 
managed by actors: municipalities and social enterprises. The aim of this study is to identify salient 
factors that influence successful implementation of social sustainability in Dutch municipalities through 
the instrument of Social Return on Investment (SROI), both on the corporate and functional level. To 
answer this problem statement, the following research questions have been formulated: 
 
1) What are the salient factors that influence the implementation of ‘social return on investment’ 
(SROI) in Dutch municipalities? 
2) What  management  approach  is  used  to  manage  social  return  on  investment  between 
municipalities and social enterprises? 
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1.2 Research method 
 
In this study we explore the role of different factors that influence the implementation of Social Return 
on Investment (SROI) in Dutch municipalities and its management. Given the explorative nature of this 
research, a case study is best-suited (Ghauri, 2004; Yin, 2009) and allows to address (complex) 
phenomena whose analysis requires an interaction of researcher and informant  as  well  as  multiple 
sources of information (Yin, 2009).The exploratory research question considers the context and 
experiences of responsible actors (Eisenhardt, 1989b). Qualitative research offers promising insights in 
current practices concerning sustainability implementation (Eisenhardt, 1989b). Moreover, case study 
design allows to effectively address social-desirability bias, which is inherent to sustainability research. 
 
We study the implementation of SROI in four different cases. The cases in this study are examined on 
the corporate level as well as the functional level where the sustainability policy is brought into practice. 
We examine the organisation`s procurement policy to understand how SROI is applied and what this 
says about their view on social sustainability. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with two actors 
who are responsible for the operationalization of the policy: procurement officers on behalf of the 
municipality and SROI-officers on behalf of the social enterprise. The procurement officers are 
responsible for policy operationalization during the pre-contract phase. The SROI-officer is responsible 
for policy operationalization during the contract phase. We examine this relation from the perspective of 
agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989a) and stewardship theory (Davis, Schoorman and Donaldson, 1997). 
Both theories are explained in chapter 2.4. 
 
 
1.3 Contribution of this study 
 
This study contributes to the field of (social) sustainability research. Very few studies address 
sustainability implementation in the public sector. In many cases the existing body of knowledge focuses 
primarily on the economic and environmental aspects of sustainability, leaving the social aspect under 
exposed. Where most studies on sustainability implementation focus on the corporate (policy) level, we 
provide insights in the implementation on both the corporate level and the functional level, the level 
where the policy is brought into practice. Finally, this study provides insights in  the  management 
approach used to manage relations between municipalities and social enterprises. 
 
 
1.4 Structure of the thesis 
 
Chapter one of the thesis discusses the motivation for this study, the problem statement and the 
research method. Chapter two contains a review of different theoretical concepts found in the literature, 
resulting in  the  research model  used.  Chapter three  covers  the  research design,  data  collection, 
operationalization, data analysis and methodological issues Chapter four describes the results found in 
the study. Chapter five contains the conclusions based on the results, followed by a discussion and 
recommendations for practitioners and recommendations for further research. 
9  
2 Literature review 
 
This chapter provides an overview of relevant literature in relationship to the research questions. First 
we address the implementation of sustainability: sustainability in the public sector, implementing 
sustainability and the factors that influence sustainability implementation. Second, we look at the 
management approach of sustainability initiatives from the perspective of two theories: agency theory 
and stewardship theory. We conclude this chapter with a research model. 
 
 
2.1 Sustainability in the public sector 
 
Organisations have primarily focused on achieving environmental goals, resulting in a limited focus on 
the social and economic aspects of sustainability (Meehan and Bryde, 2011; Walker and Jones, 2012). 
In recent years there has been an increasing interest in the economic and social aspects of sustainability 
(e.g. McCrudden, 2004; Mont and Leire, 2009; Leire and Mont, 2010). Preuss (2009) describes the use 
of ‘community benefit clauses’ as part of the procurement process: socio-economic criteria that are 
incorporated into supply contracts. These clauses result in both social and economic benefits, for 
example by selecting voluntary organisations or social enterprises for contracts, which is also referred 
to as linkage (McCrudden, 2004). The result is that public sector organisations transfer part of their 
responsibility in terms of sustainability onto external stakeholders. Amann et al., (2014) found that public 
procurement is more effective in influencing social goals than environmental goals. 
 
One instrument used to promote social and economic sustainability via the procurement function is 
‘Social Return on Investment’ (SROI), an instrument designed to understand, manage and report on the 
social, environmental and economic value created by an organisation (New Economics Foundation 
(NEF), 2004). SROI is used to create employment labour opportunities for people that have a distance 
to the labour market (Pianoo, 2015). This is done by engaging contractors via the public procurement 
function. In this study we focus on social return on investment by municipalities in the Netherlands. As 
of July 2011, the Dutch government has made the use of SROI mandatory for public contracts for both 
works and services with a minimum value of €250.000,-. (Pianoo, 2015). According to the Dutch Ministry 
of Social Affairs and Employment (SZW), 79% of Municipalities applied SROI in 2014 (Van Emmerik, 
Jong and Brouwer, 2014) 
 
Organisations are encouraged to capture the impact of their sustainability initiatives (Millar and Hall, 
2013), since sustainability can only be deemed successful with adequate measurement of the impact 
(Brammer, Jackson and Matten, 2012; Carter and Rogers, 2008; Hubbard, 2009). Measuring the impact 
of sustainability initiatives is difficult and ambiguous, hence establishing a need for (vertical) buyer- 
supplier management (Carter and Rogers, 2008). Good management contributes to sustainability 
outcomes (Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012; Klassen and Vachon, 2003). Some research has been done 
into the management of sustainability initiatives. However, more in-depth research about governance 
and accountability is desired (Grubnic, Thomson and Georgakopoulos, 2015). Most of these studies 
solely focus on environmental aspects (Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012).Little is known about the 
management of social sustainability, especially on a functional level. 
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2.2 Implementing sustainability 
 
A growing number of studies addresses implementation of sustainability initiatives via the procurement 
function (e.g. Gelderman et al., 2015; Preuss, 2009; Preuss and Walker, 2011; Walker, Miemczyk, 
Johnsen and Spencer, 2012). More public activities have become subject to competition (Gawell, 2014). 
This allows public bodies to use the magnitude and power of the procurement function to transfer 
sustainability down the supply chain (Preuss, 2009; Preuss and Walker, 2011). The procurement 
function is considered of great importance when promoting sustainability in supply chains (Meehan and 
Bryde, 2011, p. 96; Preuss, 2009). In general, these studies show that public organisations have a 
positive attitude towards sustainable initiatives and strive to integrate sustainability into the strategic 
agenda. The increase in attention on procurement has paved the way for supply chain innovation and 
affects all parts of the procurement function such as policy design, organisation, procurement 
operationalization and sustainability (Edler and Gheorghiou, 2007; Gheorghiou et al, 2013). 
 
Top management is responsible for setting the strategic agenda and the policy outline. Therefore, 
management support is considered essential to achieve successful sustainability implementation 
(Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; Walker et al., 2008; Zhu, 2008). Initiatives and appropriate 
leadership by top management provide a basis for senior and middle management to execute the policy 
(Bansal and Roth, 2000; Brammer and Walker, 2011; Vredenburg and Westley, 1993). 
 
Procurement policy is considered essential factor in enabling sustainable procurement on a corporate 
level (Edler and Gheorghiou, 2007; Gheorgiou et al., 2013). An  organisations’  procurement  policy 
reflects its ability and competence. Procurement policy is drawn up consistent with an organisations’ 
strategic procurement agenda, which in turn enables procurement officers to perform their day-to-day 
activities according to the organisations goals. Policy design, implementation and execution are 
mentioned in many studies on implementing sustainability initiatives (Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 
2012; Preuss, 2009; Thai, 2001). Most studies stress the importance of a policy that includes guidelines 
for sustainability: clearly stated goals and well-defined authorities and responsibilities.  When 
sustainability initiatives remain individually managed programs,  the  chance  of  successful 
implementation declines (Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; Zhu  et al.,  2008). Policy design can 
therefore be seen as an important enabling factor for successful implementation of sustainable 
procurement policy (Amann, Roehrich, Eßig and Harland,  2014;  Preuss,  2009;  Preuss  and Walker, 
2011; Thai, 2001). Policy makers face difficult decisions when they assess trade-offs between conflicting 
procurement goals and policies, for instance between costs, quality, timeliness, risk, economic goals, 
social goals, competition, environment protection and green procurement (Thai, 2001). 
 
Little is known about the implementation of sustainability on the functional level, the level where policy 
is brought into practice. Schneider et al.,(2014) found that different roles attribute different levels of 
importance to the operationalisation. This results in different needs of internal coordination and different 
levels of dissemination of information towards both internal and external stakeholders. Communication 
about sustainability results is mostly limited to general results (Ryan and Lyne, 2008), while 
communication of detailed practices and results are seldom met by explicit interest of the public. 
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2.3 Factors influencing sustainability implementation 
 
With an increase in the number of sustainable initiatives, there is a need for better understanding in 
factors that influence sustainability implementation. Different factors have been identified that drive or 
hinder the implementation. Drivers are factors that initiate and motivate firms to adopt sustainability 
implementation, whereas barriers are factors that hinder successful sustainability implementations. 
 
Many studies have examined the factors that influence sustainability implementation and the effect that 
these factors have on the implementation process. In line with sustainability research, these  studies 
primarily focus on private sector initiatives (Bansal and Roth, 2000; Berns et al., 2009; Giunipero et al., 
2012). Different studies address factors that influence the  implementation of sustainability in public 
procurement (e.g. Gelderman et al., 2015; Hoejemose and Adrien-Kirby, 2009; Seuring et al.  2008; 
Walker and Philips 2009; Walker et al., 2012). Since sustainability in the public sector is growing more 
important, a need for more in-depth knowledge on the salience of different factors arises (Walker, 2015). 
 
Organisations are influenced by internal and external factors. There is a need for awareness about the 
existence and effect of these factors in order for them to be identified and controlled effectively. External 
factors lie outside of the organisation and can only be partially managed. Examples of external factors 
are regulatory compliance, social and ethical concerns and union pressure (Bansal and Roth, 2000; 
Brammer and Walker, 2011). Internal factors lie within the reach of an organisation’s authority and can 
be controlled more effectively than external factors. Examples of internal factors are attitude towards 
sustainability initiatives, organisation policy, organisational incentives for sustainability initiatives 
(Preuss, 2009; Thai, 2001; Walker and Brammer, 2008). 
 
Good results are less likely to be achieved when sustainability initiatives remain independently managed 
programs, (Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; Zhu et al., 2008). Implementation is expected to be 
more successful when a well-defined overarching sustainability policy is present (Thai, 2001). In profit- 
driven organisations barriers were connected to a lack of top management support, the cost of 
sustainability, inappropriate standards and regulations and a lack of understanding among business 
leaders (e.g. Berns et al., 2009; Giunipero et al., 2012; Nidumolu et al., 2009). Management support is 
therefore seen as a key element in realizing intended goals. 
 
Preuss (2009) mentions the importance of availability and dissemination of information. Adequate 
distribution of consistent and adequate information enables implementation of sustainability initiatives. 
Whereas a lack of communication and information functions as a barrier in the implementation process. 
In order to align all levels of the organisation there is a need for familiarity with policies, adequate 
communication and processes that help employees understand and operationalize policies (Gheorghiou 
et al., 2014; Walker and Brammer, 2009). Familiarity with policies is important, as is providing executive 
level employees with sufficient education and the required skills(training) to be able to perform as 
required (e.g. Bertels, Papania and Papania, 2010; Preuss, 2009; Seuring and Müller ,2008). A requisite 
is the willingness of management and availability of sufficient resources to provide training (Bertels et 
al., 2010). 
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Every organisation has a need for a well-defined strategy in which organisational goals are defined. 
Where private organisations have objectives to generate profits, public organisations exist to serve the 
public interest (Preuss, 2009). An organisations’ strategy is a prerequisite for policy design and allows 
employees to act according to the direction chosen (Brammer and Walker, 2011; Zhu et al., 2008). Thai 
(2001) explains the need for organisations to have a sustainable procurement policy with clearly stated 
goals and well-defined authorities and responsibilities in order to be successful. Organisations with 
clearly stated goals and well-defined authorities are more likely to be successful than organisations with 
separately executed initiatives (Warner and Ryall, 2001). 
 
Gelderman et al. (2006) found a need for organisational incentives. This can be seen as attitude towards 
and the extent to in which there is a support for sustainable procurement within the organisation. Walker 
and Brammer (2009) mention organisational incentive as a matter of organisational culture and the 
degree to which the climate in an organisation is supportive of sustainability and/or change general. 
Organisational incentives may take away barriers related to perceived costs or inefficiencies of the policy 
(Bernes et al., 2009; Giunipero et al., 2012; Nidumolu et al., 2009; Walker and Brammer, 2009). 
 
Public organisations are subject to constant external pressures. Known drivers are ethical concerns 
 
(e.g. Ates et al., 2012; Bansal and Roth, 2000; Berns et al., 2009; Giunipero et al., 2012; Vredenburg 
and Westley, 1993), regulatory compliance (Brammer and Walker, 2011; Walker et al., 2008) and risk 
of public embarrassment (Walker et al., 2008). Barriers are found in government regulation (Walker et 
al., 2008) and supplier resistance (Walker and Brammer, 2009; Walker et al., 2008). Regulatory 
compliance is mentioned as a factor, making organisations comply with environmental regulations and 
decrease their burden on the environment (Ates et al, 2012; Walker et al, 2008). Non-compliance results 
in escalating penalties, fines and legal costs, which functions as a driver of regulatory compliance 
(Giuinipero et al., 2012). Berns at al., (2009) discuss the extent to in which regulatory compliance is a 
driver. Their research states that organisations tend only to comply with regulations necessary to meet 
regulatory requirements. The factors we found are clustered and categorized in table 1. 
 
 
2.4 Managing the relationship: Agency theory VS Stewardship theory 
 
This study focusses  on the relationship between  the municipal procurement  function and social 
enterprises, which offers a different angle on the subject of sustainability implementation. The 
municipalities and the social enterprises are both autonomous entities. The municipalities are an 
important stakeholder for the social enterprises because they are partially funded by the municipality, 
which means that they can be granted special sector contracts and are delegated tasks, such as social 
return activities. The mutual dependency and level of entanglement between the organisations results 
in mutual goals and establishes a need for good management between the two organisations. 
 
Gelderman et al. (2015) suggested studying sustainability implementation by means of stewardship 
theory, after using agency theory to study the relationship between politicians and procurement officers. 
Agency theory and stewardship theory can provide insight into the management approach between the 
principal and the subordinate. We draw on the theoretical assumptions by Van Slyke (2007). 
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Table 1.Factors that influence sustainability implementation 
 
Theoretical 
concept 
 
Dimension 
 
Sub dimension 
 
Indicators 
References 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Implementing 
sustainable 
initiatives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Drivers 
 
 
 
 
 
Management 
support 
 
Top management support 
Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; 
Preuss, 2009; 
Walker et al., 2008; 
Zhu et al., 2008 
 
 
Top management initiatives / 
appropriate leadership 
Ates et al., 2012; 
Bansal and Roth, 2000; 
Berns et al., 2009; 
Brammer and Walker, 2011; 
Giunipero et al., 2012; 
Vredenburg and Westley, 1993 
Senior/middle  management  support 
for procurement officers with 
implementation 
Walker and Brammer, 2009 
 
 
 
Information / 
communication 
Transparent compilation and 
dissemination of information 
Preuss, 2009 
 
Good education and awareness of 
procurement officers 
Bertels et al., 2010; 
Brammer and Walker, 2011; 
Preuss,  2009 
Seuring and Muller, 2008 
 
Familiarity with policies by actors 
Bertels et al., 2010 
Gheorghiou et al., 2013 
Walker and Brammer, 2009 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Organisation 
Sustainable procurement policy with 
clearly stated goals and well-defined 
authorities and responsibilities 
Amann et al.,2014; 
Thai, 2001; 
Warner and Ryall, 2001 
Organisational incentives 
Gelderman, 2006 
Walker and Brammer, 2009 
Inclusion in the formal strategy and 
planning process with good 
allocation of resources 
Brammer and Walker, 2011; 
Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; 
Van Slyke, 2007 
Zhu et al., 2008 
 
Regulatory compliance 
Ates et al., 2012; 
Bansal and Roth, 2000; 
Berns et al., 2009; 
Giunipero et al., 2012; 
 
 
 
External 
pressure 
 
 
Ethical concern 
Ates et al., 2012; 
Bansal and Roth, 2000; 
Berns et al., 2009; 
Giunipero et al., 2012; 
Vredenburg and Westley, 1993 
 
Government regulation 
Berns at al., 2009; 
Brammer and Walker, 2011; 
Walker et al., 2008 
Barriers 
Management 
support 
Risk of public embarrassment / 
reputation / legal risks 
Mont and Leire, 2008; 
Walker et al., 2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Implementing 
sustainable 
initiatives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Barriers 
 
 
Management 
support 
 
Lack of top management support 
Berns et al., 2009; 
Giunipero et al., 2012; 
Nidumolu et al., 2009 
Lack of understanding among 
business  leaders 
Berns et al., 2009; 
Giunipero et al., 2012; 
Nidumolu et al., 2009 
Information / 
communication 
Lack of transparent compilation and 
dissemination of information 
Van Slyke, 2007 
 
Organisation 
Sustainable initiatives and corporate 
strategy are independently 
managed programs 
Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; 
Gheorghiou et al., 2013; 
Zhu et al., 2008 
 
 
 
Organisation 
Inappropriate standards and 
regulations 
Berns et al., 2009; 
Giunipero et al., 2012; 
Nidumolu et al., 2009 
 
Perceived costs and inefficiencies of 
sustainability policies/initiatives 
Berns et al., 2009; 
Giunipero et al., 2012; 
Nidumolu et al., 2009; 
Walker and Brammer, 2009 
 
External 
pressure 
Governmental regulation Walker et al., 2008 
Supplier resistance 
Walker and Brammer, 2009; 
Walker et al., 2008 
Negative effects on reputation 
McCrudden,2004; 
Mont and Leire, 2008 
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Agency theory & stewardship theory 
 
The outcomes of sustainability initiatives is influenced by the way they are managed (Gimenez and 
Tachizawa, 2012). Management literature shows different management approaches in organisations 
 Low, 2006; Davis, Schoorman and Donaldson, 1997; Van Puyvelde, Caers, Du Bois and Jegers, 
2012). Van Slyke (2007) studied the way in which public administrators manage the contracts and 
relationships with non-profit organisations by looking at the management approach between two actors 
from two different theoretical perspectives: 1) agency theory and 2) stewardship theory. Agency theory 
is based on a principal-agent relationship in which human behaviour affects organisational performance 
(Eisenhardt, 1989a). Agency theory suggests that the relationship between principal and agent is based 
on distrust. The agent acts individualistic, opportunistic and self-serving. Stewardship theory is based 
on a principal-steward relationship (Davis et al., 1997). The steward places the organisations’ interest 
before his own interest. The steward is seen as a collectivist, pro-organisational and trustworthy. 
Stewardship theory suggests that the relationship between principal and the steward is based on trust. 
 
Agency theory 
 
Agency theory is based on a hierarchical relationship between two actors: the principal and the agent. 
The principal delegates work to the agent with the assumption that the agent will make decisions that 
are in the best interest of the principal (Eisenhardt, 1989a). Agency theory describes this relationship 
using the metaphor of a contract (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). The principal-agent relation is found in 
any situation in which tasks are delegated. The theory is based on several assumptions about behaviour 
of people (self-interest, bounded rationality, risk aversion) and organisations (partial goal conflict, 
efficiency as the effectiveness criterion and information asymmetry). When a task is delegated, the 
principal simultaneously transfers some decision making authority to the agent (Jensen and Meckling, 
1976). Agency theory is based on two main assumptions. First, the principal and the agent do not share 
the same level and amount of knowledge, resulting in information asymmetry. Second, the principal and 
the agent might nog have the same goals, resulting in goal conflict. 
 
Information asymmetry 
 
Information asymmetries are caused by the expectation that the agent possesses more or better 
information about the details of individual tasks assigned to the agent, as well as the agent’s own actions, 
abilities and preferences (Eisenhardt, 1989a). The agent tends to seek autonomy from organisational 
rules, to minimize the burden of discharging responsibilities and to hoard rather than pass through 
information which is considered power (Davis et al., 1997)). It is expected that the principal generally 
faces difficulties in acquiring information from the agent. Moral hazard can occur in any situation where 
two parties reach an agreement. Each party in a contract may have the opportunity to profit from acting 
contrary to the guidelines laid out by the agreement. As a result, the principal cannot be sure whether 
the agent has performed the task at with maximum effort (Eisenhardt, 1989a) Adverse selection occurs 
when the principal is uncertain about the agent’s ability to do the work for which the agent is contracted. 
This can lead to a situation in which the agent This problem arises before the actual principal-agent 
relationship  is  established.  The  principal assumes  to  know the  nature of  the  tasks  the agent  should 
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perform and the abilities needed to perform such tasks successfully. Adverse selection is a known issue 
with the implementation of sustainability initiatives (Ciliberti, de Haan, de Groot and Pontrandolfo, 2011). 
 
Goal Conflicts 
 
When principals and agents have different desires and interests concerning the performance of a task, 
goal conflicts may arise, especially when each actor prefers a different practical approach. The principal 
desires as much effort from the agent as is necessary to complete the task. Simultaneously, it is 
assumed that the agent acts out of self-interest and will perform at the minimum accepted level to meet 
the principal's expectation, unless the agent can increase benefit (Davis et al., 1997). Goal conflict arises 
due to the self-interest of the agent and the expected tendency to maximize his own goals. In this 
situation the principal faces the problem of insuring that the agent complies with the contract, either by 
enforcing a control system or the use of incentives. 
 
Stewardship theory 
 
Stewardship theory originates from psychology and sociology and was designed for researchers to 
examine situations in which executives who act as stewards are motivated to act in the best interests of 
their principals (Davis et al., 1997). Contrary to agency theory, stewardship theory approaches 
subordinates as supportive to collective goals, placing personal interests after organisational interest. 
Stewardship theory is commonly seen as complementary to agency theory, providing additional insights 
in employee behaviour that cannot be addressed properly by agency theory (Van Puyvelde et al., 2012). 
Opposed to agency theory, the steward pursues collective goals, rather than individual goals. Decision 
making is therefore placed in the interest of its principals, or the collective. A steward is expected to view 
the success of an organisation or contract as the accomplishment and incentive for achieving goal 
alignment (Davis et al., 1997). Contrary to agency theory, the individual goals are placed behind 
collective goals. Stewards are motivated by intrinsic rewards, such as trust, reputational enhancement, 
reciprocity, discretion and autonomy, level of responsibility, job satisfaction, stability and tenure, and 
mission alignment. Stewardship theory suggests that long-term contractual relations are developed 
based on trust, reputation, collective goals, and involvement. Goal alignment originates from relational 
reciprocity between the principal and the steward. Van Slyke (2007) argues that stewardship theory can 
be applied to non-profit government social services contracting relationships. This specific relationship 
is characterized by its organisational form, specialized missions focused on poverty reduction and 
induction to work, governance structures, the resource interdependent nature of their funding 
relationship with government. 
 
Theoretical tenets: Agency theory vs Stewardship theory 
 
According to agency theory the level of trust determines the intensity in which the relationship is being 
monitored. Based on agency theory, low levels of trust suggest the principal will monitor with a greater 
intensity, control mechanisms and use sanctions to enforce undesirable behaviour. This behaviour is to 
ascertain goal alignment from the principal’s perspective. Relevant assumptions are that decisions are 
made based on the available information (bounded rationality), the principal and the agent do not share 
the same levels of information (information asymmetry), do not necessarily have the same goals and 
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interests (self-interest, partial goal conflict), which places the agent in a position to take advantage of 
the situation (moral hazard, adverse selection). 
 
Stewardship theory suggests the principal empowers stewards through responsibility, autonomy, 
personal power and trust, and thereby establishing a setting in which the steward’s behaviour is in the 
interest of the principal. Relevant assumptions are that the principal places a great amount of trust with 
the steward, leading to mutual beneficial behaviour (goal alignment). A high level of trust reduces the 
need for monitoring and control and reduces the threat of information asymmetries, moral hazard and 
asset specificity. Disposition of trust and reputation are used as an incentive and sanction. Table 2 
describes the theoretical tenets and applications of agency theory and stewardship theory. 
 
Table 2. Theoretical Tenets and Applications of agency theory and stewardship theory. Adopted from 
Van Slyke (2007, p.167) 
 
Agency theory Stewardship theory 
 
Main theme                 Goal incongruence: assumes goal divergence 
based on self-interested rational actors. Initial 
disposition is to distrust. Control-oriented 
management philosophy. Theoretical 
assumptions are from economics. 
 
Theoretical tenets Use of incentives and sanctions to foster goal 
alignment: 
 
 Assign risk to the agent to ensure goal 
compliance 
 Monitoring 
 
 Reward systems 
 
 Use of bonding threat to reputation 
Applications  Eliminate opportunistic behaviour 
 
 Provide the level of incentives and 
sanctions to which reduce the threat of 
information asymmetry 
 Correct, through specific contract 
requirements for asset specificity and 
moral hazard 
 Uses reputation as an incentive and 
sanction 
 Ensure goal alignment 
 
Goal alignment: mutual goals and  objectives 
achieved through initial trust disposition. 
Involvement-oriented management philosophy. 
Theoretical assumptions derived from 
organisational behaviour, psychology and, 
sociology. 
Empowers workers through: 
 
 Responsibility 
 
 Autonomy 
 
 Shared culture and norms 
 
 Personal power and trust 
 
 Other governance mechanisms 
 
 
 Goal alignment based on shared goals 
and trust 
 Reward workers through nonpecuniary 
mechanisms 
 Reduces the threat of opportunistic 
behaviour through responsibility and 
autonomy 
 Reduces the threat to the organisation of 
information asymmetries, moral hazard, 
and asset specificity 
 Reduces dependence on legal contracts to 
enforce behaviour 
 Uses reputation as an incentive and 
sanction 
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2.5 Research model 
 
We study municipalities and social enterprises that have adopted SROI as an instrument to achieve 
social outcomes through the public procurement function. Research shows that most Dutch 
municipalities, to a certain extent, have adopted SROI in their strategic agenda (Brouwer et al., 2010; 
Van Emmerik, 2014). Implementation of an instrument such as SROI is influenced by different actors 
and factors. In this study we focus on the two main stakeholders that are involved with SROI 
operationalisation in public procurement: municipal procurement officers and SROI officers. Based on 
the research questions and the literature review we present three propositions and the research model. 
 
The theoretical framework shows that there a need for a stable basis to build on: support from 
management, a policy with clearly stated goals and well-defined authorities and a well-organised 
supportive organisation with good allocation of resources. These factors are likely to be present when 
SROI is included in the formal strategy of the organization. In the theoretical framework we defined four 
categories of factors that influence sustainability implementation in the public sector:  management 
support, information and communication, organisation and external pressure. 
 
Management support is an essential factor for sustainability implementation. We expect to find sufficient 
support from top and middle management for SROI implementation and that these actors strive to 
enable SROI implementation by removing barrier that hinder functional implementation. Factors related 
to information and communication are considered vital for effective SROI implementation: a policy with 
clear and unambiguous goals, awareness about the policy with actors and sufficient education about 
the policy and its processes provides a stable basis for sustainability implementation. We expect all the 
case organisations to have a sustainable procurement policy and a complementary SROI policy with 
clearly stated goals. 
 
P1. Management support and a clear policy with well-defined authorities and responsibilities are 
a prerequisite for successful SROI implementation. 
 
Closely related to the factors, we seek to understand what factors influence  sustainability 
implementation on a corporate level and the functional level. Based on a study by Schneider et al., 
(2014) we expect that on different levels, different factors influence implementation. Salient factors on 
the corporate level may differ from the functional level and vice versa. 
 
P2. Different factors influence SROI implementation on the corporate versus the functional level. 
 
 
The collaboration between the actors is vital to SROI implementation. We expect that the management 
structure applied contributes to sustainability implementation (Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012). Since 
little is known about the management between municipalities and external supportive organisations, 
such as social enterprises, we view this from the perspective of two widely adopted management 
approaches: agency theory (Eisenhardt, 1989a) and stewardship theory (Davis et al., 1997). We use a 
model that was applied in research to study a relation between municipality and social enterprises (Van 
Slyke, 2007). We do not expect to find tenets solely related to either agency theory or stewardship theory 
(table 2). Based on the findings of the study by Van Slyke (2007), we expect to find a governance 
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structure with characteristics of both theories: to find collaboration between the actors, facilitated by a 
governance structure that shows traits of the stewardship approach (Low, 2006). In practice this means 
that both procurement officers and the SROI officers are enabled to perform their tasks in the best 
possible without having to emphasize on the governance of the relationship, which is likely with the 
agency approach. 
 
P3. The management approach of SROI initiatives uses characteristics of both agency theory 
and stewardship theory. 
 
The theoretical framework provides a basis for this study. Successful SROI implementation is influenced 
by different factors and governance between the actors involved. Collaboration between the actors is 
either facilitated or hindered by the management structures (governance) in place. Both elements play 
an important role in achieving social sustainability outcomes. With the model used in this study we aim 
to 1) find the salient factors that influence SROI implementation on the corporate and functional level 
and 2) to see what management approach is used to manage the relationship between two actors: 
procurement officers from Dutch municipalities and SROI officers from the social enterprises. 
 
Figure 1 shows the research model used in this study. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Research model: relationship between actors, factors, governance and social return 
implementation. 
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3 Method 
 
 
3.1 Research method 
 
We explore the role of different factors that influence the implementation of SROI in Dutch municipalities 
and the management approach between actors. A case study is best-suited for an explorative study 
(Ghauri, 2004; Yin, 2009) and allows to address (complex) phenomena whose analysis requires an 
interaction of researcher and informant as well as multiple sources of information (Yin, 2009).The 
exploratory research question implicitly considers the context and experiences of responsible actors 
(Eisenhardt, 1989b). Qualitative research offers promising insights to grasp current practices concerning 
sustainability implementation (Eisenhardt, 1989b). Case study design allows to effectively address 
effectively social-desirability bias, which is inherent to sustainability research. The case study design 
allows to study comparable situations in different cases. The explorative nature of this study contributes 
to the knowledge gap on the implementation of sustainability initiatives via the procurement function on 
a municipal level. This study aims to identify the salient factors that influence the implementation of 
social sustainability initiatives through the instrument of SROI and the management approach used. 
 
The cases in this study are examined at both the corporate and functional level where the sustainability 
policy is brought into practice. First, we examine the organisation’s procurement policy in order to 
establish an view of concept of social sustainability through SROI via the procurement function. We 
conduct semi-structured interviews with two actors that are responsible for the operationalization of the 
policy during different phases of the procurement process:  the  pre-contract  phase  and  the  contract 
phase. The  procurement function  is responsible for policy operationalization during the pre-contract 
phase. The SROI department/officer is responsible for policy operationalization  during  the  contract 
phase. We examine this relation from the perspective of agency theory and stewardship theory. 
 
 
3.2 Data collection 
 
The cases in this multiple case-study are considered to be homogenous. A selective sample was chosen 
from municipalities in the Netherlands. Respondents were sampled through a respondent-driven 
approach in which we used the respondents’ network to contact other respondents. Initial contact with 
respondents was established through a platform dedicated to SROI-adoption in the Netherlands. 
Respondents were then invited to participate in the study via e-mail or telephone. In the initial 
conversation we inquired about the relationship between the municipality and the social enterprise in 
order to ensure that both the required actors were willing to participate in the study. During this initial 
contact we also informed about the respondent’s relationships with other municipalities and/or social 
enterprises who might participate. In order to check if the cases were compatible with the research 
questions we used a checklist with four questions, based on questions derived from the Dutch municipal 
sustainability ranking (http://www.duurzaamheidsmeter.nl/LDM): 1) does the municipality have a 
procurement policy? 2) is the procurement policy publicly available 3) does the municipality have a SROI 
policy? 4) is the SROI policy publicly available? Prior to this assessment we decided that questions 1 
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and 3 had to be positive. Questions 2 and 4 were not mandatory but were used to measure the 
availability and accessibility of information. 
 
Prior to the interviews we studied publicly available documentation about the policy on sustainable 
procurement, social sustainability initiatives and SROI-policy as applied by the different municipalities. 
The information gathered is used during the semi-structured interviews when necessary. Prior to the 
interviews, we entered a dialogue with procurement officers and/or social return officers aligned with 
different potential municipalities. During the initial dialogue we found that two potentially participating 
municipalities had included SROI in their policy, but lacked the resources to operationalize this policy. 
Two cases were excluded because of misalignment with the research questions. 
 
The data was collected through semi structured interviews. The semi structured interviews enables us 
to explore the SROI implementation from a broad perspective. The interview protocol covers the themes 
we distinguished in the theoretical framework. It also allowed a degree of freedom to explore different 
experiences with and views on SROI operationalisation. Interviews were conducted with two actors: 
 
1) Procurement officers (municipality). All procurement officers have been with the municipality for 
7-20 years and function on a senior level. In three cases the procurement officer is, or previously 
was, involved with procurement and/or SROI policy development; 
2) SROI officers (social enterprise). All SROI officers function as the primary contact person between 
the social enterprise and the municipality for SROI related affairs. The SROI officers are involved in 
the policy development and operationalisation. 
 
Interviews were conducted in person with the different stakeholders and took place at the municipality 
or the social enterprise. Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes, depending on the time 
available. A total of eight interviews took place. Two interviews were used to test the interview structure 
and were conducted in November 2015. Since the interview protocol proved to function, the results were 
used in the study. The final six interviews took place between March and May of 2016. 
 
 
3.3 Operationalization 
 
The literature review in chapter two provides the outline for this study. In this study we explore salient 
factors that influence implementation of social sustainability on a corporate and functional level and the 
governance that is used to measure the relationship between the procurement function of Dutch 
municipalities and the social enterprises responsible for SROI execution. Schneider et al. (2014) found 
that approaches to sustainability differ on the corporate and functional level. Gelderman et al. (2015) 
found that different actors identify different factors that attribute to sustainability implementation through 
agency theory. They suggest stewardship theory might provide additional insights into the relationship 
between public organisations and third-party actors. The contrasting views on management approach 
(governance) based on agency theory and stewardship theory was studied before (Van Slyke, 2007). 
 
The factors that influence implementation of sustainability initiatives are outlined in chapters 2.1 through 
 
2.3. This part of the research draws on prior research by Gelderman et al. (2015). Governance between 
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different actors influences the outcomes of sustainability initiatives (Van Slyke, 2007). In order to gain 
insight in the management approach of SROI, we investigate the professional relationship between 
procurement officers and social return officers based on two management theories: agency theory 
(Eisenhardt, 1989b) and stewardship theory (Donaldson et al., 1997). We study this element based on 
the conceptual framework by Van Slyke (2007) 
 
 
3.4 Data analysis 
 
The data collected during the interviews is the primary output for this multiple case study. The answers 
that respondents give reflect their experience and view on the cases with regard to the salient factors 
for successful implementation of social sustainability  through SROI and the governance of the 
relationship between the two actors. This exploratory study tries to answer a ‘what’ question. Because 
this study is of explorative nature, the patterns found determine the build-up of the report. After 
administering the semi-structured interviews were carefully documented and consolidated in a matrix. 
For data analysis two phases were used: within case analysis in which we look at the relationship 
between the municipality and the social enterprise and cross-case analysis in which we study the 
differences between the cases. During the data gathered we looked for patterns and alignment with the 
concepts from the theoretical framework (Yin, 2009). The matrix with the data was used for pattern 
matching within the dataset and with theoretical assumptions found in the literature review. This allows 
us to draw up relevant headings under which the results are presented. 
 
 
3.5 Methodological issues 
 
Every effort was made to ensure the validity and reliability of this study (cf. Eisenhardt, 1989a; Ghauri, 
2004; Gibbert and Ruigrok, 2010). The measures taken are shown in table 3. 
 
Table 3 . Measures taken 
 
Construct validity Establishment of a clear chain of evidence from initial research questions 
Triangulation of data sources (procurement policy, SROI policy, interviews) 
Multiple sources of evidence per case 
Explanation of data collection circumstances and specific procedure 
Explanation of data analysis procedure 
Internal validity Specification of a clear research framework centred on the relationship between the implementation 
of social return on investment and management of the relation between to two actors 
Pattern matching of observed patterns with previously predicted 
Triangulation of analysed data and discussion among researchers 
External validity Explanation of rational for the sampling and selection of case studies 
Exclusion of non-compliant cases 
Provision of details on case study context by meaningful background information on the four cases 
Reliability Careful documentation of research procedures by case study protocols 
Interview protocol is based on an existing and previously applied guideline 
Tested interview protocol in compatible environment and adapted accordingly 
Use of comparable semi-structured interview guide for all interviews 
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4 Results 
 
 
4.1 Organisation of social sustainability through SROI 
 
The cases in this study are represented by two organisational entities each: 
 
1) the municipality and 2) the social enterprise. The municipalities are 
responsible for the procurement of a wide portfolio of goods, works and 
services. The social enterprises are responsible for a wide array of activities 
regarding employment, such as SROI. The four cases we studied vary in 
size, budgets, organisation structure, policy and culture. Figure 2 shows the 
geographical position of the cases. Table 4 shows the case demographics. 
 
Case 1 – Municipality of Utrecht – Province of Utrecht 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. 
case geographical position 
The municipality is one of the 5 largest municipalities in the Netherlands and has an annual spend of 
 
~€700.000.000. The Municipality aims to empower contractors and to establish social entrepreneurship. 
The municipality aims to be a front runner in the region and promotes their policy to surrounding 
municipalities. SROI is operationalised by a so called service point which functions as a linking pin 
between the municipality, the contractors, the employee insurance agency (UWV). SROI monetarization 
is based on a building block method and is not strictly related to the labour component. 
 
Case 2 – Municipality of Nijmegen – Province of Gelderland 
The municipality is one of the 10 largest municipalities in the Netherlands and has an annual spend of 
 
~€370.000.000. The municipality aims to be a front runner in the region. The social enterprise is an 
independent organisation that was established by merging a local social enterprise and a municipal 
department. The social enterprise also provides services to nine smaller surrounding municipalities. 
SROI monetarization is strictly related to the labour component of the estimated contract turnover. 
 
Case 3 – Municipality of ‘s-Hertogenbosch – Province of Noord-Brabant 
The municipality is one of the 20 largest municipalities in the Netherlands with an annual spend of 
 
~€245.000.000. The municipality aims to be a front runner in the region. The social enterprise became 
a part of the municipality after a merger with the existing social enterprise. The social enterprise is able 
to function as a contractor for the municipalities’ contracts, without having to compete for a contract. 
SROI monetarization is strictly related to the labour component of the estimated contract turnover 
 
Case 4 – BIZOB Municipalities – Province of Noord-Brabant 
This case represents 22 small municipalities. The municipalities have established a largely independent 
organisation to procure works, goods and services. The annual spend is unknown. The municipalities 
no longer employ procurement officers themselves. This region counts four different smaller social 
enterprises that support in SROI activities. SROI monetarization is strictly related to the labour 
component of the estimated contract turnover. SROI has to be fulfilled strictly during the contract. 
  
Table 4. Case demographics 
 
Case # 1 2 3 4 
Municipality (province) Utrecht (Utrecht) Nijmegen (Gelderland) ‘s-Hertogenbosch (Noord-Brabant) BIZOB (Noord-Brabant) 
Inhabitants 340.000 170.000 150.000 650.000 combined 
Annual spend € 700.000.000 € 380.000.000 € 245.000.000 Unknown 
Public procurement policy available Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Public SROI policy available Yes Yes Yes No 
Characteristics organisation SROI activities centralised for the SROI activities centralised for the SROI activities centralised for the Procurement activities centralized for 
 municipality municipality municipality 22 municipalities that are shareholder 
 - SROI is executed by an organisation - SROI is executed by an organisation - SROI is executed by a municipal in the procurement cooperation. They 
 in which the municipality is a that was established by merging a department (integrated in the share knowledge and expertise from 
 stakeholder; department of the municipality and the municipality), established after a the central procurement service; 
 - monetarization of SROI activities is largest regional enterprise. This is now merger with regional social enterprise - every municipality has its own 
 based on 'building blocks', a set menu a stand-alone enterprise that functions - monetarization of SROI activities is procurement policy, supplemented with 
 that allows the contracting parties to as a regional hub; facilitated by the social enterprise; overarching policies that concern all 
 choose by what means they want to - monetarization of SROI is based on - SROI policy and methodology has municipalities involved. most 
 fulfil their SROI-terms; the labour component of the contracted gradually been adopted by municipalities have the same or a 
 - SROI policy and methodology has activities; municipalities in the region similar procurement policy. most 
 gradually been adopted by - The municipality aims to be a front - The Municipality aims to be a front municipalities share the same SROI 
 municipalities in the region; runner on the topic of SROI. Policy and runner on the topic of SROI; policy or will do so in the future; 
 - The Municipality aims to be a front methodology has been adopted by (9)  - the region counts 4 different social 
 runner on the topic of SROI. smaller municipalities in the region.  enterprises 
Essential characteristics of SROI The Municipality promotes social The municipality considers itself a Different from most municipalities, the The procurement function was 
 entrepreneurship. The SROI policy frontrunner in the region and has been department that is responsible for all established by the partaking 
 aims to facilitate this goal and functions actively promoting SROI for several SROI activities, including the fulfilment municipalities. Procurement activities 
 as a catalyst for social years now. (smaller) Neighbouring (social enterprise) is a part of the are outsourced to this organization. As 
 entrepreneurship. The SROI-officer municipalities lack the resources to municipality itself. This negates a result the procurement officer acts as 
 operates as an extension of the have a fully functioning SROI-policy, coordination between two different an advisor, rather than an employee. 
 municipal policy and is given the that is why they start working together. organizations, and at the same time The procurement officer therefore has 
 means and freedom to facilitate this The foundation of the SROI-policy has enables efficient coordination. This also less active involvement in the decision 
 process. been the same for a couple of years, means that the procurement policy and making process. Involvement in SROI 
 The municipality applies a flexible enabling actors to promote and apply SROI guidelines are one and the same. activities is terminated once the 
 approach about the functional SROI as intended. The SROI- As a result of this, the municipality can procurement process has been 
 execution of SROI. The primary goal is department is a stand-alone operation outsource 'special sector contracts' to terminated. Responsibility is transferred 
 to create labour opportunities, but if this which was established by a merger of a its own municipality, with minimal legal to 1) the Social Enterprise and 2) the 
 goal is achieved by means of other social enterprise and a department of restrictions. The Social Enterprise has municipality. The municipalities use 
 SROI initiatives, this is allowed as well. the municipality. The Social Enterprise the facilities to execute different types one or more different SROI-enterprises 
  executes certain activities themselves. of labour themselves. to manage SROI-activities. 
SROI monetarization protocol - 5% of contract turnover for all - 5% SROI of estimated contract - 5% SROI of estimated contract - 5% SROI based on estimated 
 contracts >€100.000 turnover turnover contract turnover 
  - 7% SROI of the estimated contract - 2% SROI for labour extensive - 7% of the estimated contract turnover 
  turnover for labour extensive contracts; contracts; if <30% of the contract value is labour 
  - specific contracts can be placed with - Contracts > €209.000 Or contracts - specific contracts can be placed with 
  the Social Enterprise >€50.000 with a repetitive nature the Social Enterprise 
   - specific contracts can be placed with  
  the Social Enterprise   
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4.2 Factors influencing social sustainability implementation 
 
In chapter 2.3 we established on overview of different factors that influence sustainability 
implementation. The following section describes the results we found in relation to these factors. 
 
4.2.1 Management support 
 
Management support is considered very important in order to achieve social sustainability goals. We 
found that top management support in the case organisations is very high. Three municipalities [1,2,3] 
consider themselves frontrunners in the field of SROI and pursue an exemplary role in the region. “we 
promote our SROI policy in neighbouring municipalities and provide them with the possibility to 
access our resources”. In all cases top management was responsible for agenda setting and 
prioritizing SROI as a part of the procurement policy. To a certain extent, top management is involved 
in the decision making process of SROI application in procurement activities: top management demands 
management information about SROI application. Policy compliance is reviewed periodically. 
“Management expects periodic updates about the status of contracts”. In two cases [1,2], all 
procurement activities above a threshold require authorization by top management before a go to market 
is authorized. Management has the decision making authority to dismiss SROI-conditions in contracts. 
 
4.2.2 Information and communication 
 
All organisations claim to have proper provision of information about both the procurement policy and 
the SROI policy. Information is transparent and available for all employees. Knowledge about and 
familiarity with the policy is on par, but simultaneously needs constant attention by (top) management 
in order not to fade. In one case [4] the information lies more scattered due to the independent role of 
the procurement officers. Some officers may have more experience or affinity with SROI than others. 
All organisations have checklists available to prepare for procurement activities, SROI application is 
embedded in these checklists. Barriers were found in the upkeep of knowledge about and focus on 
SROI. Both the procurement officers and the SROI officers state that there is a constant need for 
information on the importance and the use of SROI, especially with procurement officers. Without this 
attention, SROI will likely lose priority. “experienced procurement officers tend not to use checklists 
anymore, which may cause them to forget elements such as SROI”. Another barrier was found in 
personal preference by procurement officers. In several cases [3,4] we found that certain contracts are 
more prone to SROI application than others. Respondents state that this might have to do with the 
subject of the contract. Example: contracts for works (roads, utilities, building) tend to have lower SROI 
priority that contracts with a more social component, e.g. services (cleaning, catering). 
 
In all cases communication between the municipal procurement officer and the SROI-officer takes place 
during the pre-contract phase in order to establish and advice about the attainability of SROI-terms in a 
specific procurement contract. Attainability evaluation greatly differs between the organisations and 
depends on the extent in which the policy offers freedom for realisation: some municipalities use a very 
strict policy [2], others use a more liberal policy [1,3]. Non-application of SROI-terms can occur in three 
of the cases. Only one municipality [1] applies SROI in all the contracts. 
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All organisations have a desire for information about SROI performance and results. A lack of available 
information is seen as a barrier. First, information is not always available when required. Second, 
organisations lack adequate (centralized) tools to measure and monitor SROI progress and results. Two 
organisations have adequate tools to monitor and report SROI progress and results. The other two 
organisations lack these tools. The acquirement of a tool has short term priority. “When we first started 
with SROI, a spreadsheet could hold all the information we needed. Now we have a multitude of 
contracts. We will start looking for a new reporting tool in the near future”. Adequate tooling allows 
SROI-officers to spend less time on administrative tasks and is considered an valuable asset for 
successful implementation of SROI. 
 
4.2.3 Organisation 
 
All organisations have taken adequate measures to enable and facilitate sustainability initiatives. 
Respondents consider a good distinction between tasks and responsibilities an important factor. Both 
procurement officers and SROI officers want to focus on their core competence. In all organisations the 
policy is translated to a checklist or working instructions. This includes responsibilities for the different 
stakeholders in the different steps of the process. In three cases [1,2,3] SROI is integrated as a part of 
the formal strategy, as it is included in the municipal procurement policy. In one case [4] the procurement 
function acts independent from the municipality itself. The allocation of resources to SROI in this 
organisation can both function as a driver as well as a barrier: the procurement officers advises the 
municipalities about the feasibility of SROI. The municipal board then decides on the priority and whether 
resources are allocated. A high barrier is that the smaller municipalities lack resources to perform 
adequate contract management. 
 
We found different organisational incentives and some differences between the municipalities and the 
Social Enterprises. In all cases, the social enterprises state that they have an incentive to perform well 
because the SROI they are allowed to fulfil brings in a great amount of work which they are grateful for. 
The municipalities have a different kind of incentive: three of four cases have included a check by the 
municipal board that has to approve all contracts above the municipalities’ threshold in which SROI is 
set high on the agenda. This helps to ensure that procurement officers include SROI in contracts. 
 
Regulatory compliance is barely seen as a driver for SROI, except for one case [4] where smaller 
municipalities use a shared policy with other municipalities to achieve results they would not be able to 
reach on their own. “the shared procurement centre allows us to access different expertise we 
would otherwise not have. This greatly increases our purchasing abilities”. However, regulatory 
compliance is seen as a barrier in all cases: all the respondents refer to a lack of national SROI policy 
with clear guidelines on how to SROI should be applied. This leads to uncertainty about how strict or 
loose the policy is allowed to be and causes practical problems, such as: to what extent does SROI 
have to be applied within the duration of the contract? And does the subject of SROI have to be directly 
related to the subject of the contract? 
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4.2.4 External pressure 
 
We found more barriers than drivers related to external pressure. Ethical concern does not function as 
a driver for the municipalities, but does for the social enterprises. We found no barriers related to ethical 
concern. Some stakeholders did mention that SROI has a downside, because it is likely SROI takes 
away labour opportunities for people who would otherwise be eligible for a position. Some suppression 
is considered collateral and is deemed acceptable as the gains outweigh the losses. 
 
Government regulation functions both as a driver and as a barrier. The focus by the Dutch government 
on SROI implementation drives the adoption by municipalities. Simultaneously, all respondents claim 
that the government provides minimal guidelines on SROI implementation. The guidelines that have 
been published are considered ambiguous. Government guidelines follow up on previously erected 
policies by municipalities, leading to situations where well-functioning SROI-policies appear to be 
conflicting with the national guidelines. For example the supposed obligation to apply SROI on the 
subject of the contract and that it has to be executed within the duration of the contract. One of four 
cases claims to fully comply to the guidelines. In two cases [1,3] SROI-policy deviates notably from the 
national guidelines due to the amount of freedom the policy offers. 
 
The third factor related to external pressure is the risk of public embarrassment, reputation or legal risks. 
In one case [4] this was mentioned as a driver: the municipality can only deviate from its SROI policy if 
the municipal board decides so, based on an advice by both the procurement officer and the SROI 
officer. Barriers were found in two cases with both the procurement officer and the SROI officer. A 
possible risk lies in the liberal policy execution which may conflict with national policy guidelines on SROI 
mentioned before. The actors are aware that policies differ greatly between regions and/or 
municipalities. Both the procurement officers and the SROI officers mention that there is a possibility 
that, eventually, there is a chance SROI conditions may lead to legal issues or that the municipal board 
has to account for the more liberal SROI policy. 
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4.3.      Influence of factors on SROI 
 
One of the aims of this study is to find salient factors that influence the implementation of social 
sustainability implementation by means of SROI. We looked at these factors from the perspective of the 
procurement officer and the SROI officer. We found drivers (table 5) and barriers (table 6) related to the 
factors described. Overall more drivers than barriers were found. 
 
Table 5. Drivers related to SROI implementation in four cases 
 
Procurement SROI 
Drivers Case Case 
Management support Top  management  support [1][2][3] [1][2][3] 
Top management initiatives / 
appropriate leadership 
[1][2][3] [1][2]
 
Senior/middle management support for 
procurement officers with 
implementation 
Information /communication 
Transparent compilation and 
[3][4] [1][4] 
dissemination of information 
[1][2][3][4] [1][2][3]
 
Good education and awareness of 
procurement officers 
[1][2] [1]
 
Familiarity with policies by actors [1][2][3][4] [1][2][3][4] 
Sustainable procurement policy with 
Organisation clearly stated goals and well-defined 
authorities and responsibilities 
[1][2][3][4] [1][2][3][4] 
Organisational incentives [1][2] [1][2][3][4] 
Inclusion in the formal strategy and 
planning process with good allocation of 
resources 
[1][2][3][4] [1][2][3] 
Regulatory compliance [4]  [4] 
External pressure Ethical  concern - [1][2][3][4] 
Governmental regulation [1][2][3][4] [1][2][3][4] 
Risk of public embarrassment / 
reputation / legal risks 
[4] -
 
 
 
Table 6. Barriers related to SROI implementation in four cases 
 
Procurement SROI 
Barriers Case Case 
Management support Top management support - - 
Top management initiatives / 
appropriate leadership 
- -
 
Senior/middle management support for 
procurement officers with 
implementation 
Information /communication 
Transparent compilation and 
[3][4] - 
dissemination of information 
[1][2][4] [1][2][3]
 
Good education and awareness of 
procurement officers 
[2][3] [1][2][3]
 
Familiarity with policies by actors [2][3] [1][2][3][4] 
Sustainable procurement policy with 
Organisation clearly stated goals and well-defined 
authorities and responsibilities 
[4] [2][4] 
Organisational incentives - - 
Inclusion in the formal strategy and 
planning process with good allocation of 
resources 
[4] [2][4] 
Regulatory compliance [1][2][3][4] [1][3][4] 
External pressure Ethical  concern  -  - 
Governmental regulation [1][2][3][4] [1][2][3][4] 
Risk of public embarrassment / 
reputation / legal risks 
[1][3] [1][3]
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4.4 Factors influencing social sustainability on a functional level 
 
In this study we distinguish two levels of social sustainability implementation: the corporate level and 
the functional level. We asked respondents what factors influence functional implementation of SROI. 
 
In some cases the contractor fails to meet the SROI-terms as agreed on. Enforcement by means of 
penalties may negatively influence the relationship and costs many resources. In all cases penalizing 
contractors is considered a final step, after all effort is made to ensure SROI is fulfilled. In practice 
municipalities handle these situations differently. In three cases the policy allows penalties [2,3,4], one 
applies penalties [2]. Case 1 does not apply penalties and believes penalties work contrarily. “in the 
latest policy revision we chose to remove the penalty clause because wo do not consider this a 
constructive measure”. Non-compliance by contractors cost a lot of time and effort, mostly from the 
SROI officer, but also from the municipality. In all cases the municipal budget holder is responsible for 
contract management, who can fall back on the SROI officer when problems arise. 
 
SROI enables employees with a distance to the labour market to work. As a result of this target group, 
some SROI-employees are unable to perform as desired. This can negatively influence the willingness 
of entrepreneurs to continue SROI efforts. This also works the other way around: employers with positive 
experiences work together with the social enterprise to enable and promote SROI. The latter, promoting 
SROI among entrepreneurs, is considered paramount by all municipalities and the social enterprises. 
SROI can only be successful with sufficient understanding and willingness to participate. 
 
Monitoring SROI results is delegated to the social enterprise in all cases, whereas the responsibility 
remains with the municipality. Monitoring SROI progress costs a lot of time and effort without a functional 
management system that facilitates. Many entrepreneurs, especially smaller entrepreneurs have little to 
no experience with SROI. This functions as a barrier for them to bid for contracts with SROI-terms. SROI 
also comes with an administrative burden for employers which sometimes experienced as negative. 
Both municipalities and social enterprises consider it a challenge to decrease the administrative effort 
towards the future. In two cases [3,4] this process can be bypassed by allowing PSO-certification 
(Prestatieladder Socialer Ondernemen) on the topic of SROI. This enables certified employers to qualify 
for SROI conditions, based on previous efforts, so that they do not have to qualify over again. This 
certification costs time and money, making it difficult for small entrepreneurs to obtain and retain. 
 
When a SROI policy has strict SROI guidelines [2,4], it can sometimes be impossible to fulfil SROI within 
these terms. An example that was mentioned was if SROI is applied in a contract for custom build 
software and the SROI component has to be related directly to the subject of the contract. It is virtually 
impossible to find SROI employees to meet this requirement. In one case [4] we found that a municipality 
prescribed the exact component of a specific contract that had to be executed within the SROI clause, 
creating a level playing field for all the bidding contractors. 
 
Some municipalities grant contracts to the social enterprise at the expense of commercial suppliers 
[2,4]. This sometimes leads to conflicting situations. This may lead to repression of employees who 
would otherwise be eligible for the position. A consequence all SROI officers are aware of. 
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Municipalities are unable to apply past performance related to SROI at this moment. In the future this 
may be used [1] to ensure contracts are only granted to contractors with a proven track record. 
Entrepreneurs who fail to meet past SROI requirements can be penalized or withheld a new contract. 
“we are currently looking into possibilities to use past performance as a mechanism in tenders, 
mainly to stimulate entrepreneurs to fulfil their obligations” 
 
In practice municipalities and social enterprises experience some difficulties related to legal boundaries. 
In several cases [1,2,4] certain information  systems cannot be  accessed by all the stakeholders 
involved, which leads to a higher administrative burden. Also, they are not allowed to use or share 
information about SROI performance or specific information related to certain SROI-employees with 
whom there are negative experiences, such as fraud or theft. 
 
 
4.5 Management of SROI 
 
In this case study all four cases have a principal (the municipality) and an agent (the social enterprise). 
The municipality delegates the fulfilment and monitoring to the social enterprise. In this explorative study 
we aim to find how the relationship between the two actors is managed. 
 
4.5.1 Organisation of SROI 
 
The four cases studied are all studied from the perspective of the municipality and the social enterprise. 
We asked the respondents about the way SROI is managed and about the relationship between the 
municipality and the social enterprise. We found that three municipalities are organised in a similar 
manner and that one case [4] uses a different approach to the procurement of works, goods and 
services. The social enterprises are all organised differently and originate from different backgrounds. 
In one case [3] the social enterprise is a part of the municipality which was established after the 
municipality adopted the local social enterprise to integrate it within the municipal organisation. In one 
case [4] the 22 municipalities involved cover a larger geographical region which uses a total of four 
social enterprises. These enterprises are organised differently. In one case [1] the municipality is a 
shareholder and participant in the social enterprise, which makes the SROI officer a civil servant. In one 
case [2] the social enterprise is a stand-alone organisation that was established after a merger of a local 
social enterprise with a part of the municipality. This organisation employs former civil servants from the 
municipality and aims to function as a social enterprise for several municipalities from the region. 
 
In all the cases we found intensive collaboration between the two actors during different stages of the 
procurement process (table 7). 
 
Table 7. Stages in the procurement process 
 
 
Pre-contract Prior to publication of a tender, the procurement officer consults the SROI officer about the attainability 
and application of SROI 
Contract Once a contractor is signed, the procurement officer transfers the fulfilment and monitoring task to the 
SROI officer 
Post-contract After the contract expires the SROI officer reports SROI results to the budget holder / contract manager 
and/or procurement officer 
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4.5.2 Agency theory versus stewardship theory 
In chapter 2.4 we described two approaches to manage the relationship between the principal and the 
agent: agency theory and stewardship theory. We found six factors related to both theories. During the 
interviews we asked the respondents how these factors influence the relationship between the 
procurement officer and the SROI officer. 
 
1) Goal alignment 
 
In all four cases the respondents state that the goals related to SROI align. The procurement officers 
follow the guidelines as determined in the procurement policy. The SROI component is then fulfilled by 
the social enterprise. Both actors have mutual interests in achieving social sustainable outcomes. In one 
case [4] the procurement function is not a part of the municipal organisation, but it functions largely 
independent. This is especially beneficial to the smaller municipalities who can fall back on expertise 
they would otherwise not be able to obtain. Due to the independent role of the procurement officers, 
there may be a larger focus on the outcomes of the actual procurement process than on circumstantial 
events, such as SROI. Smaller municipalities aim to comply with obligations the best way possible within 
the reach of their resources. In another case [3] the Social Enterprise is a part of the municipal 
organisation. Despite being two different organisational entities, both organisations share one policy and 
thus, have the same goals. 
 
2) Trust 
 
From both perspectives the amount of trust is very high. From the perspective of the procurement role 
the SROI officer performs valuable work for which the procurement officer does not have the time nor 
the expertise to perform. Due to the wide array of tasks and responsibilities that have been added to the 
procurement role, the procurement officers have to be able to rely on other experts. In all cases the 
collaboration between the two actors is intensive, even though we found differences in the approach 
and process of SROI implementation. The SROI officers also all point out that trust is very high. One 
reason for this is that the Social Enterprises, to a certain extent, rely on the municipality to generate 
contracts to provide their services. Another reason why trust is high, is that the SROI officers are involved 
in different stages of the procurement process, are able to consult on possible SROI application and 
have a great amount of freedom in the actual application of SROI during the contract phase. 
 
3) Monitoring 
 
Monitoring occurs when the principal wants to be informed about the agents’ performance. We found 
that the municipality has little to no desire to monitor the performance of the social enterprise. In three 
cases, the social enterprise provides periodic updates about the performance in general, and when 
necessary specific cases are reported to the stakeholders involved. In one case [4], we found that the 
monitoring lies with different actors, which may be caused by the independent role of the procurement 
function and its officers and due to the cooperation with different social enterprises in the region. 
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4) Incentives and sanctions 
 
Incentives and sanctions can be used by the principal to influence progress or outcomes of  SROI 
initiatives. None of the respondents have had any experience sanctions used to influence the 
performance of the Social Enterprise. The respondents experience the relationship between the two 
organisations as mutually beneficial which results in a win-win situation. One case [3] has integrated the 
Social Enterprise in the municipal organisation which allows the municipality to take on contracts within 
the municipality by itself. These contracts would otherwise be put out for competition in the market. This 
allows the Social Enterprise to create employment for the target group. Another case [1] uses a different 
method to monetarize SROI initiatives. Monetarization is based on  ‘building blocks’, a  system that 
functions as a ‘al la carte’ menu. Different SROI target groups get appointed a specific value, which 
creates a supply and demand. The municipality can change the value of the ‘building blocks’ to promote 
certain target groups by increasing the SROI-value. 
 
5) Information 
 
All respondents mention that there is a limited desire for information, except in a situation when the 
contractor (seemingly) does not comply with the SROI-terms as agreed on during the contracting phase. 
After the contract is granted, the procurement officer has limited involvement. In all case organisations 
the responsibility for the contract is transferred to either a budget holder [1,2,3,4] or contract manager 
[1,2,3]. From the procurement perspective there is a desire to have information available  when 
requested. All procurement officers mention that they have sufficient access to information, either via a 
central system or via the SROI officer. In one case [3] the monitoring system can be accessed by both 
actors, which enables a self-service. In one other case [2] there is a system that can be accessed by 
the SROI officer. Two case organisations [3,4] do not have a central information system yet, but [1] is 
likely to implement a system on the short term. 
 
6) Reputation 
 
Reputation is a factor for which we found differences. Reputation related to SROI is directly connected 
to the way the municipality wants to be seen. All municipalities have their own goals related to 
employment opportunities. SROI can attribute to achieving these goals. However, most respondents 
have a different opinion about reputation. Reputation is seen as a positive outcome of the mutual effort 
of the municipality and social enterprise to achieve social sustainable outcomes [3,4]. Simultaneously, 
non-compliance would result in a negative reputation. In one case [1] we found that the municipality and 
social enterprise actively pursue a reputation based on their mutual effort to stimulate social 
entrepreneurship. In this effort both actors work together to achieve more results by engaging 
entrepreneurs and to create an environment in which SROI becomes habitual instead of an obligation. 
The municipality aims to function as a catalyst for SROI. In another case [2]  we found a different 
approach to the reputation. The procurement officer mentions that it is the task and duty of the entire 
municipality to achieve the desired outcomes because they have been elected by the cities’ inhabitants: 
it is an obligation. If the municipality was not to realize the outcomes, this would have a negative effect 
on its reputation and could lead to losing trust of the electing public. 
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Agency theory vs stewardship theory 
In the sections above we highlighted the results we found in relation to the management perspective. 
The results indicate that the governance of the relationship between the actors shows strong similarities 
with the stewardship approach, and only few characteristics of agency theory. Tables 8 and 9 show the 
view on management from the perspective of the two actors. 
 
Table 8. Tenets of management approach from the procurement perspective from low to high. 
 
 
Agency theory 1 2 3 4 5 Stewardship theory 
Low goal alignment 
Low trust / distrust 
High need for Information 
High amount of monitoring 
   [1][2][4] 
[4] 
[2][3] 
[1] 
[3] 
[1][2][3] 
[1][4] 
[2][3][4] 
Goal alignment 
High trust 
Low need for information 
Low amount of monitoring 
High use of incentives and 
sanctions    [1][2][3][4] 
No use of incentives and 
sanctions 
Reputation used as sanction  [1][2][3][4]  Reputation used as reward 
 
 
Table 9. Tenets of management approach from the SROI perspective from low to high. 
 
Agency theory 1 2 3 4 5 Stewardship theory 
Low goal alignment 
Low trust / distrust 
High need for Information 
   [1][2][4] 
 
[1][2][3][4] 
[3] 
[1][2][3][4] 
Goal alignment 
High trust 
Low need for information 
High amount of monitoring    [1][2] [3][4] Low amount of monitoring 
High use of incentives and 
sanctions    [1][2][3][4] No use of incentives and sanctions 
Reputation used as sanction  [1][2][3][4]  Reputation used as reward 
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5 Conclusion, discussion and recommendations 
 
 
5.1 Conclusions 
 
The limited body of knowledge on sustainability in the public sector in general provides a good ground 
for an explorative study. The Dutch government promotes SROI implementation and studies show that 
social sustainability is increasingly getting attention in the Netherlands, especially through the instrument 
of SROI (Brouwer et al., 2010; Van Emmerik et al., 2014). We found that there is very little knowledge 
about the ‘how’ social sustainability is implemented, what factors contribute to effective SROI 
implementation and how the governance of the relationship between  actors takes place. In order to 
answer these questions we formulated two main research questions: 
 
1) What are the salient factors that influence the implementation of ‘social return on investment’ 
(SROI) in Dutch municipalities? 
2) What  management  approach  is  used  to  manage  social  return  on  investment  between 
municipalities and social enterprises? 
 
5.1.1 Salient factors for SROI on a corporate level 
 
This study provides insight in the factors that influence SROI implementation via the public procurement 
function. Different factors contribute to successful SROI implementation. We found that most of the 
municipalities have integrated SROI in their strategic agenda (cf. Preuss, 2009), that there is need for 
top management support (cf. Brammer and Walker, 2011; Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; Preuss, 
2009; Walker and Brammer, 2009) and a clear policy with unambiguous goals (cf. Thai, 2001). A key 
factor lies in the organisation of tasks and responsibilities: a clear division in responsibilities of the 
procurement officer and the SROI officer (cf. Gheorghiou et al., 2014; Walker and Brammer, 2009). The 
policies implemented in the cases we studied enable both actors to excel in their own expertise and to 
rely the other actor for theirs. This element also shows from the management approach between actors. 
 
5.1.2 Salient factors for SROI on a functional level 
 
During this study we encountered differences between the policy as intended and its actual execution 
on the operational level (cf. Schneider et al., 2014). On the functional level we mostly found factors that 
hinder the functional implementation of SROI, such as limitations of management systems (cf. Millar 
and Hall, 2013) and the administrative burden for the actors involved. We also found legal restrictions 
in relation to privacy, but mostly in informing and engaging (possible) contractors and to take away the 
barriers they experience to engage in SROI initiatives (cf. Uttam and Le Lann Roos, 2015). These factors 
are known to both the procurement officers and the SROI officers. 
 
5.1.3 Management approach of SROI: a stewardship approach 
 
Management of SROI occurs in a similar manner in all the cases we studied. The differences we found 
are related to the organisation structure, maturity of the SROI policy and the mutual entanglement 
between the organisations. We found that management of SROI is based on an equal relationship 
between the procurement officer and the SROI officer. The relationship shows many strong 
characteristics of the stewardship approach (cf. Van Slyke, 2007). Few signals indicate that there is a 
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principal-agent relationship based on hierarchy. The relationship is characterized by collaboration 
between the two actors which allows both to excel in their own expertise. From the perspective of both 
actors, the management structures between the procurement officer and the SROI officer were 
experienced in a similar manner. The relationship between the two entities and its actors is based on 
trust and enablement of their expertise. 
 
 
5.2 Discussion 
 
We found signs that SROI is gradually maturing in the case organisations. The organisations we studied 
all aim to achieve social sustainability through SROI. Different factors attribute to or hinder the success. 
 
5.2.1 Salient factors of SROI implementation on a corporate level 
 
We found that management support is high in all the case organisations, suggesting that (top) 
management supports the implementation and adoption of SROI and functions as an enabling factor 
(cf. Brammer and Walker, 2011; Crespin-Mazet and Dontenwill, 2012; Preuss, 2009; Walker and 
Brammer, 2009). Since management emphasizes the importance of SROI and provides incentives (cf. 
Walker and Brammer, 2009) the SROI initiatives are likely to succeed. SROI needs constant attention 
which increases the importance of information and communication within the case organisations. 
 
We found that policy information is well available and considered transparent. The information available 
allows for good understanding of the policy  by  the actors  involved  (cf.  Preuss, 2009;  Thai,  2001). 
Familiarity with the policy by actors was high, enabling the actors to execute the policy as intended (cf. 
Brammer and Walker, 2011; Gheorghiou et al., 2014; Walker and Brammer, 2009).  Collaboration 
between the municipality and social enterprise is strong, which shows from the extent in which the 
organisations collaborate. The policy is supported by working instructions  and  schedules  (cf.  Thai, 
2001), and is reviewed with management periodically in most cases. Also, the policy comes with a clear 
division of tasks and responsibilities for both the procurement officers and the SROI officers, enabling 
both to perform their own task the best way possible (cf. Brammer and Walker, 2001; Crespin-Mazet 
and Dontewil, 2012; Thai, 2001). In order to achieve social outcomes through SROI, a municipality 
needs sufficient resources, this became particularly evident in one case that is comprised of smaller 
municipalities: policy execution is only possible with sufficient resources at hand. 
 
External pressures have little influence on SROI implementation, increasing the importance of 
establishing a stable and fertile environment for SROI to grow and prosper. One important aspect related 
to external factors lies with government regulation (cf. Brammer and Walker, 2011; Walker et al., 2008). 
The Dutch government promotes SROI, yet it does not provide an unambiguous national SROI policy 
with clearly stated guidelines. The case organisations aim to comply the best they can (cf. Berns et al., 
2009). Contrary to previous sustainability research, we found that external factors such as  ethical 
concerns (e.g. Ates et al., 2012; Giuinipero et al., 2012) and supplier resistance (e.g. Walker  and 
Brammer, 2009; Walker et al., 2008) have little influence on sustainability implementation. We found 
that different factors influence SROI implementation of the corporate level and the functional level (cf. 
Schneider et al., 2014). 
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5.2.2 Salient factors of SROI implementation on a functional level 
 
On a functional level we found that difficulties lie in engaging contractors in social sustainability 
initiatives; there is a need for contractor engagement strategies and sufficient information provision (cf. 
Uttam and Le Lann Roos, 2015). A possible explanation that may cause this barrier is the administrative 
burden we found with different actors, which was also mentioned for the contractors: especially smaller 
contractors lack the priority and/or resources to comply with a growing set of instructions that may well 
differ between different municipalities. Possible solutions were mentioned in the form of adequate 
management systems, which are not always in place. Different studies show that the adoption of 
management systems lags behind on the implementation (Millar and Hall, 2013) and that the systems 
are either bought or developed, based on a current need (Millar and Hall, 2013). Another aspect lies 
with privacy aspects of the information that is shared between actors: the municipality, social enterprise, 
contractors and SROI-employee subject. This is considered a thorough issue on the functional level, 
though not recognized on the corporate level. 
 
One aim of SROI is to capture the results e.g. impact of social sustainability initiatives (Lingane and 
Olsen, 2004; Millar and Hall, 2013; Klein and Kaur, 2014). The findings in this study implicate that SROI, 
despite gradually being adopted, does not result in measurable and reportable SROI results. 
Municipalities provide non-specific, general results (cf. Millar and Hall, 2013), possibly due to scarce 
availability information or due to a focus on ‘soft’ outcomes. The different approaches we found in the 
case studies related to the monetarization of SROI initiatives may explain this. Monetarization plays an 
ambiguous role: the guidelines used in the cases are similar, but municipalities can only report on social 
impact in terms of SROI results to some extent. Contrary to approaches on SROI (Lingane and Olsen, 
2004), Dutch municipalities use SROI as an instrument to enable social sustainability, rather than to 
capture its impact in terms of financial impact (cf. Ryan and Lyne, 2008). 
 
5.2.3 Management approach of SROI 
 
SROI via public procurement requires good governance between the two main actors: the municipality 
and the social enterprise. We found that good governance contributes to the successful implementation 
of sustainability (cf. Gimenez and Tachizawa, 2012) The cases in this study use different approaches 
and organisational structures to implement SROI. However, all the cases use a similar approach towards 
the functional SROI implementation: the municipality functions as the agent and the social enterprise 
has the role of a steward (cf. Low, 2006; Van Slyke, 2007). We found that goals align, trust is high, the 
need for monitoring is low, incentives and sanctions are barely used, information is (mostly) available 
when needed and that SROI has a positive effect on the reputation of both parties. The respondents 
mention that collaboration between both actors works as intended. 
 
The collaboration between the two actors is depicted as a principal-steward relationship (cf. Davis et al., 
1997; Van Slyke, 2007). We found little signs of information asymmetry which would be expected in an 
principal-agent relationship (Eisenhardt, 1989a), despite the finding that information  was not always 
directly available. When the principal desires information, the steward was cooperative. We also found 
no signs of a moral hazard. Contrary to the study by Ciliberti et al., (2011), adverse selection does not 
apply, probably since there is no alternative available – a social enterprise functions for a specific region 
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- this is confirmed by the respondents in the cases. If the procurement officers were to organise SROI 
themselves they state it would likely fail. This study shows that goals align and that trust is very high (cf. 
Van Slyke, 2007). Contrary to stewardship theory, we did not find signs that reputation is used as an 
incentive or a sanction. This may be due to the mutual dependency the actors have on each other. 
 
 
5.3 Recommendations for practical use 
 
The national government can play an important role in achieving social sustainability. The public 
procurement function allows government organisations to function as a catalyst for sustainability 
initiatives, related to People, Profit and Planet. The findings of this study bring forth some 
recommendations for practical use in relation to several of the elements studied. 
 
5.3.1 SROI on a corporate level 
 
The SROI policies of cases studied showed both differences and similarities. Some policies are strict 
and prescribe how SROI has to be brought into practice, while others are loose and impose a great 
amount of freedom onto the SROI officer on how to act. Both types of policies seem to work and there 
is no saying that one works better than the other. Policy design should be clear and simple to understand 
and apply for all the stakeholders involved (Gheorghiou et al., 2014; Preuss, 2009; Thai, 2001). The 
policy, no matter how strict or loose, should leave enough room to enable alternative solutions to a 
problem that may come into existence somewhere along the way, especially during the contracting 
phase. A very strict policy provides difficulties on the functional level, whereas a very loose policy is 
prone to provide difficulties on the corporate level. 
 
Familiarity with the policy is considered elementary in achieving social sustainability outcomes 
(Brammer and Walker, 2011; Pruess, 2009). This factor actually goes beyond the reach of the actors in 
this study. All SROI officers and some procurement officers mentioned that there is still a gap regarding 
the knowledge and awareness about the possibilities of SROI, both within the case organisations as 
with the contractors. SROI officers mention that a great deal of effort goes to educating contractors 
about the possibilities of SROI and facilitating the process of SROI. Increasing familiarity with SROI 
removes a threshold for entrepreneurs to engage in contracts with an SROI component, especially for 
small entrepreneurs. Informing and educating actors about SROI is considered paramount in order to 
achieve sustainable social outcomes and is likely to increase SROI adoption and success rate. 
 
Legal boundaries and government regulation play an important role in successful implementation 
(Walker et al., 2008). Respondents mention that there the government plays an important role in 
establishing a sustainable climate for SROI as an instrument. Efforts by the Dutch government have 
increased awareness about the possibilities and benefits of SROI. At the same time the Dutch 
government provides little guidelines on how SROI is to be implemented. As a result local policies are 
established by best-effort and by copycatting policies previously established by other municipalities. The 
lack of guidance from national policy is likely to lead to situations where national and local policy 
seemingly conflict. In practice municipalities would benefit from unambiguous SROI goals and guidelines 
on a national level. 
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5.3.2 SROI on a functional level 
 
We found different factors that influence SROI implementation between the corporate level and the 
functional level (cf. Schneider et al., 2014). SROI is gradually adopted as a standard element in the 
procurement of Dutch municipalities. The respondents of the cases studied all mention barriers related 
to the promotion of SROI towards (possible) contractors (cf. Uttam and Le Lann Roos, 2015). SROI is 
basically an instrument to engage, involve and create opportunities for people with a distance to the 
labour market. A cooperative approach by municipalities and social enterprises to inform and engage 
contractors for SROI will likely increase SROI adoption among entrepreneurs (cf. Gawell, 2014). 
 
Since the administrative aspect of SROI is considered a challenging aspect we recommend minimizing 
the administrative burden for all actors. As SROI is used to add value to public procurement, it should 
minimize the effort to participate in SROI activities. Administration is seen as a barrier by the municipality 
and the social enterprise but most important, it functions as a threshold for contractors who have to meet 
different requirements. All actors involved benefit from simple and clear standards to meet the 
administrative requirements, preferably kept to a minimum and uniform on a national level. 
 
The legal boundaries encountered by municipalities and social enterprises seem related to different 
aspects, such as privacy. The amount of information required should be kept at a minimum in order to 
minimize privacy related conflicts. The Dutch government should be informed about the specific 
difficulties encountered so that legal barriers can be removed. 
 
5.3.3 Management approach of SROI 
 
The relationship between the municipality and the social enterprise shows many characteristics of a 
principal-steward relationship (cf. Davis et al., 1997). The stewardship approach may benefit from some 
agency theory-like characteristics that we found, such as a periodic review of all SROI related contracts 
and periodic monitoring on a management level (cf. Low, 2006). This will likely emphasize SROI 
awareness within the organisations, stimulate monitoring and information availability. At the same time 
it will emphasize the relationship between the actors. In practice we recommend improving SROI 
monitoring tools and integrating periodic SROI reporting in the governance structure towards the 
municipal management. We recommend implementation of monitoring tools on a short term. Adoption 
of SROI monitoring tools allows for better measurement and monitoring and relieves the SROI officer 
from a heavy administrative burden. In most cases different systems and processes have been 
implemented to enable SROI adoption. At management level periodic review boards and frequent 
reporting on SROI status and overall implementation progress can help drive forward SROI awareness 
and involvement of actors with SROI initiatives, while at the same time increasing A management review 
board is likely to increase awareness and involvement of SROI initiatives, while at the same time 
increasing (top) management involvement. On the functional level the working instructions, schematics 
and checklists provide a basis for SROI operationalization. These measures ensure sufficient attention 
for SROI, enable implementation and function as an incentive, without having to reward employees for 
doing their part. 
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5.4 Limitations & recommendations for further research 
 
Research on social sustainability is scarce, especially in the public sector. This explorative study gives 
some insight in the way social sustainability is implemented through the procurement function. During 
this study we found that social sustainability, SROI in particular, is gradually evolving and maturing. 
 
The respondents in this study were procurement officers and SROI officers who are directly involved in 
enabling SROI via the procurement function of municipalities. Due to their active involvement in the 
SROI process, there is a risk of bias with the respondents. We found signs that more stakeholders get 
involved in this process prior to, during and after the procurement process. Future studies could consider 
involving 1) budget holders and/or 2) contract managers (municipalities) and 3) contractors (private 
sector), since these actors are directly involved in the actual contract operationalization. 
 
The number of cases provides a limitation of the study: the four cases in this study cannot be seen as 
representative for all Dutch municipalities. So far we have seen some studies that address SROI 
implementation in the Netherlands with a sole focus on the question ‘if’ SROI is implemented (Brouwer 
et al., 2010; Van Emmerik et al., 2014). In this study we explore the ‘how’ SROI is implemented and 
what factors attribute to the implementation. Further research could expand the body of cases. We 
studied 4 cases from 3 different provinces and found different approaches to SROI. Future studies could 
expand to more municipalities and include more of the 12 Dutch provinces. 
 
We found that large municipalities aim to achieve an exemplary role for other municipalities, especially 
in the region. For instance, three of our cases have this goal. We also noticed differences in the approach 
on SROI between large and small municipalities. An interesting perspective would be to look into the 
regional hub-function of large municipalities and see if, how and to what extent they influence SROI 
policy of nearby municipalities. Future research should focus on the relationship between SROI 
implementation and the size of the organisation, especially in relation to budget and (human) resources 
available. Also, this study solely focuses on Dutch municipalities. We found that the Social Enterprises 
are also closely involved with the Dutch Provinces and social housing corporations which could be an 
interesting target group to study. 
 
During the interviews respondents claimed that there is a lack of clear national SROI policy, that the 
guidelines published by the national Government are considered ambiguous and may conflict with local 
policies. Future studies could draw a comparison between the national SROI policy and local policies. 
Findings of this study suggest that a stewardship approach is used to manage the relationship between 
the municipalities and social enterprises. Better understanding of how this stewardship approach is 
established and evolves may contribute to successful implementation of social sustainability initiatives. 
This knowledge could help the adoption of different social and health care related activities that will be 
transferred to Dutch municipalities in the near future. 
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Appendix 1 Interview schedule – main topics 
 
The interview schedule used is based on the interview guideline by Schneider, Wallenburg and Fabel 
(2014). The schedule contains the content and structure of the semi-structured interviews. The focus 
of each interview and the order of the different topical building blocks are adjusted depending on the 
specific respondent’s organisation and function. The topical guideline is shown below, followed by a 
written out version of the guideline. 
 
1) Basic information of the respondent 
2) Essential characteristics of respondent’s department 
3) Social return – corporate level 
 Content and plan of social return strategies 
 Relevance of social return (strategy) 
 Drivers of social sustainability strategy and its impact on successful implementation 
4) Functional implementation of social return strategy 
5) Governance and collaboration 
6) Essential characteristics of company and industry (left out of guideline due to homogeneity) 
7) Social return in municipal procurement – functional level 
 Content and plan of social sustainability (strategy) in municipal procurement 
 Factors that influence social return strategy and its impact on governance 
 Governance of social return in municipal procurement 
8) Social return in social enterprises – functional level 
 Content and plan of social return (strategy) in social enterprises 
 Factors that influence social return strategy and its impact on governance 
 Governance of social return in social enterprises 
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Appendix 2 Interview schedule – written out 
 
Introduction 
First of all, thank you for participating in this study. The aim of this study is to find what factors influence 
successful implementation of social sustainability in Dutch municipalities through the instrument of social 
return on investment. During the interview we will address the following subjects: the respondent’s 
function, the policy on SROI, the organisation’s social return strategy and finally the governance of social 
return from the perspective of  your organisation. The interview will be recorded and transcribed for 
analysis. All the information will be treated anonymously. 
 
General information (topics 1 and 2) 
I would like to start with some basic information about your role and the organisation you work for: 
 
 Could you tell me about your function and you role in the social return process? 
 Could you tell me about your organisations / department and the role it plays in social return? 
o Size / scale; 
o Results by means of SROI; 
o Mutual dependency of municipality and social enterprise on the topic of SROI; 
 
Social return on a corporate level (topic 3) 
Now that you have told me about your department and your role, I would like to know more about the 
way social return is brought into practice on the corporate level. I would like to know about the content 
and plan of social return strategy, the relevance of the formulated strategy and the factors that are 
important for successful implementation of social return. 
 
 Can you tell me about the content and plan of social return strategy on a corporate level (policy)? 
 What relevance do you contribute to the corporate social return strategy? 
 What factors do you consider important for successful implementation of social return? 
o If needed the interviewer provides additional input about possible factors based on the 
literature review, such as: internal/external factors, management support, information and 
communication,  organisation; 
 
Functional implementation of social return strategy (topic 4) 
Now that we have addressed social return on a corporate level, I would now like to move to the functional 
level: the level on which the policy is brought into practice. Before we address the operationalization of 
SROI, we first look at the cooperation between the procurement and the social return function. 
 
 Do you consider SROI successful? Please elaborate 
 Does the way social return is brought into practice, reflect the policy we discussed earlier? In other 
words: is the policy executed as intended? 
o If so: please elaborate 
o If not: how does this show? What are the reasons why this is not the case? 
 
Governance and collaboration (topic 5) 
The next topic is about the governance and collaboration between the procurement function and the 
social return function. Based on an extensive literature review, we found two approaches (agency theory 
and stewardship theory) that are used to manage the relationship between a principal and the executive. 
In this study we see the municipal procurement function as the principal, since they bring forth the 
contracts that contain social return obligations. The social return function is seen as the executive, since 
they are responsible for social return fulfilment on behalf of the municipality. I am interested in the way 
both actors collaborate and how the relationship is managed. In the collaboration between the 
municipality and the social enterprise: 
 
Goal alignment 
 Do you feel that the municipality and the social enterprise have the same goals regarding SROI? 
 How does this show, and to what extent? Please elaborate 
 
Trust 
 Do you feel the relationship between the municipality and social enterprise is based on trust? 
 How and to what extent? Please elaborate 
 
Monitoring 
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 Is SROI-performance monitored? 
 How is this monitored and to what extent? Please elaborate 
 
Incentives and sanctions 
 Are incentives and/or sanctions used to manage performance / SROI-outcomes? 
 How and to what extent? Please elaborate 
 
Information 
 Is there a need for information about SROI results? 
 What information is required and/or provided? 
 How and to what extent? Please elaborate 
 
Reputation 
 Does SROI attribute to the reputation of the municipality or social enterprise? 
 How and to what extent? Please elaborate 
 
The information above is used to fill out establish the respondents view on the governance of the 
relationship between municipality and the social enterprise. 
 
Agency theory 1 
+ + / - - 
2 
+ / - 
3 
= 
4 
+ / - 
5 
+ + / - - 
Stewardship 
theory 
Low goal 
alignment 
     Goal alignment 
Low trust / 
Distrust 
     High trust 
High need for 
Information 
     Low need for 
information 
High amount of 
monitoring 
     Low amount of 
monitoring 
High use of 
incentives and 
sanctions 
     No use of 
incentives and 
sanctions 
Reputation used 
as sanction 
     Reputation used 
as reward 
 
 
Essential characteristics of company and industry (topic 6) 
This topic from the original guideline is left out of the interview protocol because the cases in this study 
are homogenous, contrary to the organisations from the study by Schneider, Wallenburg and Fabel 
(2014) 
 
Social sustainability in procurement (topic 7) or social enterprises (topic 8) 
This brings us to the final part of the interview. Earlier we spoke about implementation of social return 
on the corporate level. We are interested in the implementation of social return on the functional level: 
the level where the policy is brought into practice. 
 
1. Can you tell me about the content and plan of social return strategy on a functional level? 
2. What relevance do you contribute to the social return strategy on a functional level? 
3. What factors do you consider important for successful implementation of social return? 
o If needed the interviewer provides additional input about possible factors based on the 
literature review, such as: internal/external factors, management support, information and 
communication,  organisation 
 
Review 
This concludes the interview. Looking back on the conversation, are there any comments or remarks 
you would like to make? 
 
Closing 
I would like to thank you for your participation in this study. Your input is very valuable for my research. 
All the answers to your questions will be processed and treated anonymously. Thank you for your time 
and input. 
